L
ast July, just after the new fiscal year began, the collection man agement and acquisitions coor dinator for the Fairfax County Public Library (FCPL) sent an email to all information staff. It read, in part, "FY 2008 was a banner year for FCPL col lection use. Use of the hard copy collection went up sub stantially…. Circulation went over 13,065,309 for the first time." While the "good news/ bad news" message went on to outline some necessary costcutting, the 9 percent increase in circulation since FY 2007, much of it printed material, is evidence that reading is alive and well in Fairfax County. This is no accident. Like most library systems in the state, as well as the entire country, FCPL has had to rede fine itself in the wake of all the changes brought about by the digital age. Yet books and read ing are still an integral part of our library system's formula, which also includes an empha sis on online services, as well as promoting library branches as centers for civic engagement.
To connect readers and potential readers with books and authors, the Fairfax County Public Library offers an array of outreach activi ties through its Early Literacy Out reach program for preschoolers; the Center for the Book, which brings adult programming to the com munity; All Fairfax Reads, a onebook/one-community initiative; Fall for the Book, an annual book festival cosponsored by the library; Changing Lives Through Litera ture, an alternative sentencing program for offenders in the court system; and BookCast, a bimonthly audio podcast inter view with authors posted on the library's website. givers who could not visit library branches with programs that use the principles of early literacy; (2) model these programs to teach ers in preschool settings; and (3) encourage the use of resources in the home or at the library.
Early Literacy
At each visit, the early literacy manager, or one of the volunteers, presents and models a story time, often including finger plays, and encourages caregivers to allow youngsters as young as six months to handle books and be read to.
The early literacy manager may visit as many as four locations in one day. Some may have a hundred preschoolers or more whom she sees in small groups. At each visit, she distributes free picture books to youngsters and their caregiv ers. Various Friends of the Library groups and individuals have donated funds to buy these books. The library's events calendar and other material publicizing library branch events are also distributed.
After each visit, the early liter acy outreach manager reports back to the local library branch man ager with the numbers of individu als who attended. She also shares any additional information, such as special community programs where the library might wish to be represented. The manager acts as "the eyes and ears" for the local FCPL library branch in the commu nity, letting people know the array of programs and services available for preschoolers.
Through the first half of 2008, the early literacy specialist and her corps of trained volunteers, who often include retired public library and elementary school children's librarians, presented 400 programs to more than 8,600 preschoolers and/or their caregivers in an array of nonlibrary settings.
The success of the program can be measured in the comments from groups the early literacy outreach manager has visited. The president of a Mom's Club wrote: "Thank you so much for speaking to our group of stay-at-home mothers. As we raise our little ones, we serve as parents and teachers -your information about literacy and county libraries helped us meet our demanding roles." A library branch manager in a low-income area of the county was thrilled with outreach contacts made: "I just wanted to let you know that your outreach work with Timberlane Elementary School sparked a first-ever request from them to do on-site branch tours with students and parents. We discovered during the tours that many of the par ents didn't know we existed at our location, and since many of them spoke Spanish, we're hoping they will come back [the branch offers an extensive Spanish-language col lection]…. You were very helpful in bridging our contact with them."
Center for the Book
In the late 1990s, the Fairfax County Public Library established the first satellite Center for the Book in the U.S. to be affiliated with a state Center for the Book and the Library of Congress. The activities of the center celebrate the importance of books and read ing in the community through lit erary events, author appearances, discussion series, seminars, and other programs and events related …the program was moved to a local university's theatre and attracted 2,100 attendees….
to books and reading. Most of the programs are funded through part nerships with community organi zations, businesses, and universi ties, as well as the Fairfax Library Foundation. The center is staffed by its director and her assistant.
Outreach is a significant part of the Center for the Book's mission. One of its earliest efforts is Lit erature and Medicine, a facilitated book discussion group for health professionals, which began in 2002 and is cosponsored by Inova Health System. The group meets four times a year at Fairfax Hospi tal and includes physicians, nurses, social workers, physical therapists, and others who work for Inova.
Books have included The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, The Spirit Catches You and You Fall
Down, The Diving Bell and the But terfly, and others that have themes of interest to those in the health field. Participants complete an eval uation after each session, which includes the question, "Did this discussion help you gain a new per spective that you can use in your professional life?" One respondent replied, "Always -an opportunity to learn through others' experience is a wonderful way to grow, increase respect, and encourage openness and receptivity."
One of the Center for the Book's most successful initiatives is the Perspectives Series each spring, which brings in well-known authors and speakers in an effort to promote civic discourse in the com munity. The series is cosponsored by the library's foundation and a local community center, which donates funds plus its 350-person theatre, and staffs each event. A local bookstore also provides cop ies of the speaker's books, and each presentation is followed by a book signing. The program is based on a model developed by the University of Massachusetts at Dartmouth in 1991, but is one of only two simi lar programs in the U.S. that are designed and managed by a public library. It may be one of a few such programs that targets teen offend ers, as well as adults.
Changing Lives Through Lit erature is an alternative to formal court action for Fairfax County offenders, using the power of lit erature to transform lives through reading and group discussion. The alternative sentencing program consists of a demanding book dis cussion group that meets over a series of weeks and involves read ing, reflecting, sharing, and con tact with stable members of the community and their values.
Each group consists of a facilita tor, a probation or intake officer, and six to twelve offenders, all of whom must participate in discus sions. Since 2007, FCPL and its partners have organized six groups: one adult women's group, three juvenile girls' groups, one juvenile boys' group, and one men's group. Some of the books selected include Speak by Laurie Anderson, Touching Spirit Bear by Ben Mikaelsen, poetry including "A Dream Deferred" by Langston Hughes, and Hole in My Life by Jack Gantos. The funding for books, journals, and a facilita tor's fee are provided through gift funds to the library, either from Friends of the Library book sales, donations to the Fairfax Library Foundation, and grants.
The participating probation officers and court personnel are impressed with the success of the program and have asked for twenty-eight groups in the next fiscal year if funding could be found. The sessions have worked because each offender's opinion is valued and the participants have time to reflect on literature and life experiences. The discussions help offenders realize they are not alone in their feelings, and it gives them an opportunity to disagree with authority. There is also safety when speaking about the charac ters in the story, rather than their own experiences.
Some of the comments from teenage girl offenders who par ticipated in a group included, "I learned that I need to make better decisions, thinking them through more." Another said, "I learned that people are very similar in the basics." A third wrote, "Don't hold things in and let it build up. Speak to someone about it." Still another wrote, "I learned how things always prove themselves to be just not worth it and that people can change." A program such as this demonstrates that books and reading may offer life lessons to a population that might not have experienced the insights into life's complexities that books and read ing offer.
BookCast
BookCast is a podcast project launched in the fall of 2006. The library was interested in experi menting with podcast technology and designed a series of interviews with local authors and more wellknown program speakers with Library Director Sam Clay.
The project required several months of planning, but now that it has been established, the series runs smoothly and involves the library director and three staffers: a communications specialist who coordinates the program and edits the podcasts using a sound edit ing software program called Pro paganda; a technical person who sets up the equipment for either an in-person or phone interview and processes the raw interview file; an Internet Services staffer who posts the podcast on podblaze.com, which includes adding the news feed, and creates the associated webpage files; and an audio technician who maintains the equipment. The interviews take place in a confer ence room and usually last fifteen to twenty minutes. Local authors are excited about the exposure, and we often interview authors who will be giving programs at a local library branch to promote their appearances. forty-five interviews with mystery and romance writers, nonfiction writers, children's poets, and local historians.
The director of the library's Internet Services has worked with the Fairfax Library Foundation to solicit corporate sponsors to pro vide funds for the project, includ ing additional bandwidth, which was required as more podcasts were added and the number of listeners increased. Over the past year, the number of BookCast downloads has increased 33 percent with a total of almost 12,000 since the project began. The BookCast series can be found at www.fairfaxcounty.gov/ library/BookCast.
The system-wide initiatives men tioned above support more than 3,000 programs held each year in FCPL's twenty-three branches. In addition to numerous programs for preschoolers and early read ers, there are book discussion groups for grade-schoolers, teens, and adults; local author presenta tions; and much more. The key to our success has been actively recruiting partners in the com munity, whether nearby universi ties, other educational institutions, or businesses. Once the commu nity is involved, making connec tions between readers and books becomes much easier.
In the era of the Kindle and Google's book digitization project, there is much speculation in the media on the future of books and reading. Whatever form literature takes in the decades to come, a commentator in the Economist may have said it best: "Books are not primarily artefacts, nor necessar ily vehicles for ideas. Rather, as Mr. Godin puts it, they are 'souvenirs of the way we felt' when we read something. That is something that people are likely to go on buying" ("The Future of Books: Not Bound by Anything," March 22, 2007) .
And, we might add, borrowing. Libraries exist in part to help peo ple make such emotional connec tions with what they read. Reach ing out to readers is a significant role for our institutions as the art of reading takes on new forms, but retains old meanings for its practi tioners. VL
